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Schene: Fort Foster: A Second Seminole War Fort

FORT FOSTER:
A SECOND SEMINOLE WAR FORT
by MICHAEL G. S CHENE *

4, 1836, Major General Thomas Sidney Jesup,
O recent quatermaster
general of the army, was appointed suN

NOVEMBER

preme commander in Florida. His orders carried specific instructions to campaign along the Withlacoochee River, occupy the
country between this river and Tampa Bay, and establish forts
at strategic points in the interior that would ensure safety for
the settlers and provide regular supplies for his command.1
To implement this policy Jesup thought it necessary to construct several supply depots in the area proposed for the campaign. He immediately began making the necessary preparations
for these structures, and just two days after receiving his orders
he was pressing the quartermaster general for a master carpenter,
twenty other carpenters, and fifty laborers.2 It may have been at
his request that Lieutenant Colonel William S. Foster, on November 9, sent a requisition to Major Isaac Clark, quartermaster
at New Orleans, for “50 ford felling axes and as many helves,
two cross-cut and two pit saws complete and one set of carpenter’s
or joiner’s tools, oil stone, sawfiles, &c.“3
At the same time that Jesup was involved in these preparations he was busily scouring the interior for the best sites for the
supply depots and other needed fortifications. He must have
noticed or have been quickly apprised by his staff that the juncture of the Hillsborough River and the Fort King Road was a
*

Mr. Schene is employed by the Florida Division of Archives, History and
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Division of Archives, History and Records Management; the Division of
Recreation and Parks: and the Florida Bicentennial Commission, for the
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1 . Benjamin F. Butler to Thomas S. Jesup, November 4, 1836, American
State Papers: Military Affairs, 7 vols. (Washington, 1832-1860), VII, 807.
2 . Lorenzo Thomas to Truman Cross, November 6, 1836, Box 308, Quartermaster Consolidated Correspondence File, Records of the Quartermaster
General, Record Group 92, National Archives, Washington, D.C. Hereinafter cited as QCCF.
3 . William S. Foster to Isaac Clark, November 9, 1836, Box 308, QCCF.
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critical spot. Without some force permanently stationed at this
intersection, the Indians could, and probably would, destroy any
bridge thrown across the river. This would cut communications
with the interior and delay or defeat the campaign. As a supply
depot, a fort placed at this spot could conveniently supply troops
operating in the dense hammock just to the north, and could be
used also by the men fighting to the east and in and around Big
Cypress Swamp.
On November 28, 1836, Order No. 18 was issued under his
signature and directed that “Lieutenant Colonel Foster with the
Infantry, the 3rd Artillery including Captain Lyon’s Company,
and the Washington City Volunteers, will reestablish Fort Alabama— A strong picket work with blockhouses at the opposite
angles will be constructed without delay.“4 Foster wrote Jesup on
November 26, telling the general that he had arrived at Tampa
with ninety-two men and was “ready for the field,” lacking only
“transportation and great coats.“5 Foster quickly organized his
command. Brevet Major William L. McClintock was to command the 1st Battalion, consisting of three companies of the 3rd
Artillery Regiment and Lieutenant Irwin’s Company of Washington City Volunteers. The 2nd Battalion, initially led by
Captain George Washington Allen and later Major George
Birch, incorporated three companies of the 4th Infantry Regiment, Captain Elijah Lyon’s Company of the 3rd Artillery, and
an unknown number, but believed to be few, of mounted Georgia
volunteers. On November 30, 320 strong, they marched out of
Fort Brooke and cautiously edged their way north along the
6
Fort King Road. A field of blue, occasionally broken by the
civilian dress of a volunteer or the colorful garb of a friendly
Indian, they pushed through the dense vegetation, the sandy soil,
and the swampy areas toward the Hillsborough River.7 With
each man tightly gripping his favorite musket or rifle they pro-

4. Order No. 18, Army of the South, November 18, 1836, Order Book I,
June 9, 1836-February 13, 1837, Jesup’s Papers and Books, 1836-1860,
“General’s Papers and Books,” Records of the Adjutant General’s Office,
Record Group 94, National Archives. Hereinafter cited as Jesup Papers.
5. Foster to Jesup, November 26, 1836, Box 9, Jesup Papers.
6. William S. Foster, Order No. 1, January 3, 1837, Army and Navy Chronicle, V (August 10, 1837), 106.
7. U. S. Army, General Regulations for the Army of the United States
(Washington, 1835).
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ceeded into enemy territory. The next day, approximately twentyfour miles north of Tampa, they arrived at their destination.
Sentries were immediately posted, work parties were organized, and the various components of the command were alloted specific construction responsibilities. Captain Lyon and his
men were directed to erect “Blockhouse No. 1.” Captain Allen
was assigned the job of building “Blockhouse No. 2” and of cutting most of the logs used in constructing structures. Lieutenant
Henry Prince, 4th Infantry, was appointed project engineer, and,
he also erected the stockade pickets. The job of building the
commissary store, magazine, and the bridge fell to Lieutenant
William Wall of the artillery.8 Having received their assignments, the men quickly began the work, and the forest silence was
soon shattered by the sound of heavy axes biting into the pine
and cypress trees. The thud of falling trees was occasionally
broken by the Cracker twang, the brogue of a recent arrival from
Ireland, and the guttural accent of a German immigrant.9 Indian scouts constantly passed through the camp, perhaps astonished by all the noise.
Weary soldiers, muscles aching from their arduous labor,
flopped down in front of their gear, and for those fortunate
enough to have tents, a brief respite from the weather was possible. Camp fires were lit, and the smell of brewing coffee combined with the aroma of frying bacon filled the entire area.10
8. Foster, Order No. 1, January 3, 1837, Army and Navy Chronicle, V
(August 10, 1837), 106. Prince and Wall were recent graduates of West
Point, and had received instruction in civil engineering and the erection of field fortifications from Denis Hart Mahan, instructor at the
military academy since 1824. Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register
and Dictionary of the United States Army, From Its Organization, September 29, 1789, to March 2, 1903, 2 vols. (Washington, 1903), I, 807, 993.
9. The army was a microcosm of the American melting pot during the
nineteenth century. Felix P. McGaughy, Jr., “The Squaw Kissing War:
Bartholomew M. Lynch’s Journal of the Second Seminole War, 18361839” (M.A. thesis, Florida State University, 1965), 146; [George Ballentine], Autobiography of an English Soldier in the United States Army,
2 vols. (London, 1853), I, 12, 57; Richard Ernest Dupuy, The Compact
History of the United States Army (New York, 1956), 86-87.
10. The standard ration for a private included: “3/4 of a pound of pork
or bacon, or 1 1/4 pounds of fresh or salted beef; also, 18 ounces of hard
bread, or 1 1/4 pounds of corn meal. In addition every hundred troops
were issued 4 pounds of soap, 1 1/2 pounds of candles, 2 quarters of
salt, 4 quarts of vinegar, 8 quarts of peas or beans, 4 pounds of coffee,
and 8 pounds of sugar.” [Woodburne Potter], The War in Florida, Being
an Exposition of Its Causes and an Accurate History of the Campaigns
of Generals Clinch, Gaines, and Scott (Baltimore, 1836; facsimile edi-
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After the evening meal groups of soldiers huddled near the fires
to talk, while others scrawled letters to loved ones or friends. Exhausted with yet another full day ahead of them, most of the
command soon sought the dubious comfort of their bedrolls, and
long before tattoo echoed through the camp the men were sleeping.11 For all this exertion, hardship, and danger an army private
received the meager pay of six dollars a month. A senior officer,
on the other hand, received ten times more, a servant, and a
liberal travel allowance.12
Lieutenant Prince was kept busy supervising the construction
of the picket work. Part of his command was detailed to scour
the camp area and the woods nearby and to keep a sharp eye out
for thick, straight trees. Those selected were felled and the upper
branches were removed. The logs were dragged back to camp,
or if they were fortunate a log cart, pulled by mules, would
bring the denuded tree to the work area. Then the log was
split approximately in the middle, placed in a waiting posthole, and firmly anchored there. Braces, made from scrap
lumber, were nailed to the flat inside surface at the necessary
points. The top of the log was crudely hacked into a rough, point
and holes were cut through each piece about seven or eight feet
from the ground. To complete the construction, a shelf was
fastened to the palisade, about three feet from the ground, and
extended around the inside perimeter of the pickets.13
tion, Ann Arbor, 1966), 135. Officers in the higher ranks received one
and one-half rations, or for a major general, five rations. William Addleman Ganoe, The History of the United States Army (New York, 1924),
80, 96. Supplies often did not reach their destination, and rations frequently lacked the required items or did not meet official standards.
Stanley F. Horn, ed., “Tennessee Volunteers in the Seminole Campaign:
The Diary of Henry Hollingsworth,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly, I
(December 1942), 359; II (June 1943), 167. Some soldiers charged that
their rations were stolen by their superiors and subsequently sold to
them. McGaughy, “Squaw Kissing War,” 22.
11. Tattoo was a notice sounded by the drum, trumpet, or bugle shortly
before taps, signifying that the men were to retire to their quarters for
the evening.
12. Niles’ Weekly Register, December 24, 1836; House Documents, 24th
Cong., 1st sess., no. 198, pp. 2-414.
13. [Potter], War in Florida, 98. Potter claimed that “all our forts in this
country are so formed.” Frank Laumer indicates that the logs were not
split, in his discussion of the construction of Fort Dade. His conclusion
is apparently not based on any documentary evidence, and represents
his own suppositions regarding this work. Frank Laumer, “This Was
Fort Dade,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLV (July 1966), 3. Eloise K.
Ott states that “split logs” were used to “form walls or pickets.” She
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Every day Lieutenant Prince could point with pride to the
lengthening palisade which eventually enclosed nearly 500 square
feet of ground. And he would also fret over joining the pickets
with the rapidly emerging blockhouses.14 The construction was
relatively simple and involved chiseling a shallow cut in the log
at both ends. They were then piled on each other in a crisscross
pattern, forming a loose but sturdy joint. At the desired height
the log square was capped with a crude roof. Later, caulking,
flooring, and doors rounded out the construction. After completion, these two-story square blockhouses (forty-five feet on each
side) provided relatively comfortable quarters in addition to their
primary role as sentry posts.15
Meanwhile artillery Lieutenant Wall was completing his
work. The storehouse or “commissary” was the most important
cites items in the National Archives, but does not specifically relate that
this material was used in reaching her conclusion. Eloise R. Ott, “Fort
King: A Brief History,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLVI (July 1967),
29-30. See also Donald L. Chamberlin, “Fort Brooke: A History” (M.A.
thesis, Florida State University, 1968), 13-15, 62, although he does not
specifically deal with the nature of the pickets. James Barr, A Correct
and Authentic Narrative of the Indian War in Florida, With A Description of Maj. Dade’s Massacre, and an Account of the Extreme Suffering,
For Want of Provisions, of the Army— Having Been Obliged to Eat
Horses’ and Dogs’ Flesh, &c. &c. (New York, 1836), 5, mentions that the
“whole [Fort Brooke] is surrounded by a strong palisade, with sharp
stakes on the top, amply supplied with loop holes for the musketry, and
port holes for the cannon.”
14. Hand drawn map to scale showing location of Fort Foster, dimensions
of perimeter and interior structures, and arrangement of “Camp” used
by the force while building the fort. The original is in the possession
of William S. Foster, Knoxville, Tennessee; a copy is located at the
Division of Archives, History and Records Management, Tallahassee,
Florida. Hereinafter cited as Foster Sketch.
15. Ibid.; Foster to Roger Jones, December 8, 1836, Letters Received by the
Adjutant General’s Office, 1822-1860, Records of the Adjutant General’s
Office, Record Group 94, National Archives Microfilm M567, roll 123,
1836. Hereinafter cited as LRAGO. This pattern of construction, with
blockhouses at opposite ends, was evidently quite common in Florida,
Late in December 1836, Jesup advised General Walker Armistead, his
commander in East Florida, that Colonel Foster had been directed to
construct a fort (Armstrong) that “is to be defended by blockhouses at
the opposite angles.” Jesup to Armistead, December 25, 1836, Letter
Book I, September 1836-February 7, 1836, Jesup Papers. This was also
the proposed plan at Fort King, although only one blockhouse was
built. Ott, “Fort King: A Brief History,” 30-31. Jacob Motte, an army
surgeon who served in Florida, mentioned that Fort Mitchell (Alabama)
“was a square formed by pickets [twelve feet high] with a blockhouse at
two diagnonal corners.” Jacob R. Motte, Journey into Wilderness: An
Army Surgeon’s Account of Life in Camp and Field During the Creek and
Seminole Wars, 1836-38, ed. by James F. Sunderman (Gainesville, 1953),
6.
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and the largest interior structure that he had to build. A rectangle (fifteen feet by forty-five feet), it was probably constructed
in the same manner as the two blockhouses, and on completion
was sufficiently similar to them to be considered by observers as
the stockade’s third blockhouse.16 The other interior structure
was the magazine. Approximately eight feet by fifteen feet and
probably less than ten feet high, it was placed near the picketing
at the center of the northeast wall.17 On December 22, with the
fort nearing completion, Colonel Foster and a portion of the work
force were transferred to the Withlacoochee to begin the construction of another supply depot. Major McClintock and a
little over 100 men from the 3rd Artillery were left to complete
the construction and guard the fort and the partially completed
bridge. 18
The first bridge had been constructed in March 1828 by
forces under the command of Colonel George Brooke, commander of the troops at Tampa Bay, and had been a permanent
and substantial structure. Three trestles, the highest of which was
“at least twelve feet above the water,” were solidly anchored in
the river bottom. Rough planking, possibly made from cypress
logs, stretched across the trestles, and on completion, furnished a
rough but adequate route over the river.19 In December 1835,
Major Francis L. Dade and his ill-fated party discovered the still
smoldering ruins of the bridge, apparently just destroyed by the
Seminoles.20 Colonel William Lindsay, commander of the center
wing under General Scott, was obviously hampered by the absence of a bridge at this point, and early in the campaign complained that the “destruction of the bridges [along the Fort King
Road] . . . delayed and embarrassed our march.” However, at
this time he apparently did not find it convenient to rebuild any
of them.21 Wading through the water at the ford just below the

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Foster Sketch; Horn, “Tennessee Volunteers in the Seminole Campaign,”
280; John Erwin’s entry for December 19, 1836, “John Erwin’s Memoir,
1836,” Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee.
Foster Sketch.
Post Returns, December 1835, Jesup Papers.
Chamberlin, “Fort Brooke: A History,” 23-24; George A. McCall, Letters
from the Frontiers (Philadelphia, 1868; facsimile edition, Gainesville,
1974), 189-90.
Frank Laumer, Massacre (Gainesville, 1968), 67-68.
Lindsay to Scott, April 10, 1836, LRAGO, roll 126, 1836.
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burned bridge remained the only way across the Hillsborough
River until the structure was rebuilt by Colonel Foster.
If Colonel Foster’s rendering of the two bridges is correct and
to scale, the new bridge was situated about 700 feet down the
river from the original structure. Two trestles can be faintly
seen in the drawing, and the viewer receives the impression that
this was a sturdy structure capable of safely handling the heavily
loaded wagons that would repeatedly use it. In writing to the
adjutant general of the army, Foster claimed that the Hillsborough bridge and the one across the Withlacoochee River were
“two of the finest bridges in Florida, and in fact, the finest ever
built by the Army.” He went on later in the same letter to note
that “the bridges at each River form a part of the Forts, and are
connected with, and defended by, the Fortifications.” In closing,
he proclaimed, “Twenty-five men will defend either of them
against all the Indians in Florida.“22
Several days before Christmas, commanding general Thomas
Sidney Jesup arrived at the Hillsborough post and found that it
was nearly completed. He was apparently well satisfied with
what he observed and christened the newly-erected post “Fort
Foster.“23 Colonel Foster readily concurred with the general on
the quality of the fort, and on January 3, being informed by
Major McClintock that all of the work, including the bridge, had
been completed, he characterized it as “one of the strongest and
best field fortifications ever erected (against Indians) on this
continent.“24
Jesup’s inspection convinced him that supplies could be sent
immediately to Fort Foster, and later the same day (December
23, 1836), he ordered that 50,000 rations and 10,000 bushels of
corn be delivered to the post as soon as possible. He further directed that a six-pounder and a howitzer with at least 100 pounds
of ammunition for each piece be permanently maintained at the
post. Most important, 50,000 ball and buckshot cartridges, with
40,000 rounds of rifle powder and bullets were to be sent to
22. The Hillsborough bridge was ninety feet long and twenty feet wide.
Foster Sketch; Foster to Jones, January 26, 1837, LRAGO, roll 141, 1837.
23. Jesup to Butler, December 23, 1836, Letter Book I, September 1836-February 7, 1837; Order No. 26, June 9, 1836, Army of the South, Order
Book I, June 9, 1836-February 13, 1837, Jesup Papers.
24. Foster, Order No. 1, January 3, 1837, Army and Navy Chronicle, V
(August 10, 1837), 106.
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Foster. As an afterthought, the general requested that “an ample
supply of tools of every description as well as iron, steel, nails,
cordage, etc. required for service in the field” be placed at Foster
and the other “principal posts in Florida.“25
As Jesup prepared to take the field he received help from an
unexpected source. On December 13, 1836, Commodore Alexander J. Dallas, commander of the West Indies Squadron, sailed
into the harbor at Tampa and informed Jesup that he had nearly
400 sailors and marines that could be used by the latter.26 Several
communications passed between the two commanders, and before
the end of the month it had been agreed to use the men to garrison the several posts between Tampa and Fort King. On December 24, the general wrote to Dallas and asked him for fifty men
to garrison Fort Foster. Four days later Jesup mysteriously concluded that this force would be insufficient and requested that
Dallas furnish sixty men.27
On January 2, 1837, General Jesup notified the commander
at Foster, Major McClintock, that he was being transferred, and
directed him to join the forces about to take the field. The major
was informed later the same day by Lieutenant Colonel Henry
Stanton, adjutant general of the Army of the South that “Lieutenant Leib of the Navy with a detachment of forty seamen
moves this morning for Fort Foster. This force together with the
two non-commissioned officers and twelve privates, which you
were instructed by Order No. 31 to leave at that post, is to constitute until an additional force of marines can be added, its
present garrison.“28
Whatever illusions Lieutenant Thomas Leib may have had
about garrison duty were rapidly dispelled as his small force had
to repel several attempts by the Indians to storm the fort and
burn the bridge. On January 20, he penned an anxious note to
Jesup telling him that a band of Indians had fired on a company
Order No. 26, June 9, 1836, Army of the South, Order Book I, June 9,
1836-February 13, 1837, Jesup Papers.
26. Alexander J. Dallas to Jesup, December 13, 1836, Letters Received from
Officers of the Navy, 1836-1838, Officers of the Volunteers, Box 3, Jesup
Papers.
27. Jesup to Dallas, December 24, 28, 1836, Box 13, Jesup Papers.
28. Order No. 32, Army of the South, January 2, 1837, Order Book I, June
9, 1836-February 13, 1837; Henry Stanton to W. McClintock, 3rd Artillery, January 2, 1837, Letter Book I, September 1836-February 7, 1837,
Jesup Papers.
25.
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of Alabama volunteers who were temporarily camped near the
fort. Returning the fire, the Indians scattered, “since which time
we have neither seen, nor heard more of them.” Three days later
the enemy “fired into the fort,” Leib wrote Jesup. “The moment
they fired, they yelled and departed.” The next day, as the navy
lieutenant recounted the events, “they were heard to yell in the
hammock . . . but I thought it more prudent to keep within the
Fort, as my force is small.”
After this episode an unknown number of Indians remained
near the fort, and gave the command “some occasional annoyance,” Leib reported. On February 3 the Indians became more
aggressive and tried to burn the Hillsborough bridge. “The discharge of one of our field pieces, and a volley of musketry, put
them to flight not however without returning the charge.“29 On
receiving this missive, the commander at Fort Brooke, Marine
Colonel William S. Miller, dispatched Jim Boy, a friendly Indian, and 100 marines to aid Lieutenant Leib, if necessary.30
Perhaps this show of force convinced the Seminoles to abandon
their siege. At least Leib did not report any further incidents.
While all this Seminole mischief was taking place, supply
trains, heavily guarded, continued to travel along the Fort King
Road and regularly deposited rations, arms, and ammunition at
Fort Foster. The men must have been agreeably surprised when
the usual supply wagons arrived, and after unloading the alloted supplies, they were presented with several kegs of whiskey,
compliments of the major general.31
Before taking to the field Jesup stressed the importance of
adequate supplies to Lieutenant John C. Casey, subsistence officer at Fort Brooke, and urged him to send the needed rations
to the interior posts as quickly as transportation could be found.32
The convoys, he wrote to Major Truman Cross, were to consist
of “ten or twenty light waggons . . . drawn by two horses, the
bodies of which would be water tight. . . . The waggons are of
29. Thomas L. Leib to Jesup, January 20, 24, February 4, 1837, Letters Received from Officers of the Navy, 1836-1838, Officers of the Volunteers,
Box 3, Jesup Papers.
30. William S. Miller to Jesup, February 8, 1837, Letters Received from
Officers of the Navy, 1836-1838, Officers of the Volunteers, Box 3, Jesup
Papers.
31. Jesup to John C. Casey, January 2, 1837, Letter Book I, September 1836February 7, 1837, Jesup Papers.
32. Ibid.
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the description denominated Dearborn”33 Lieutenant Colonel
Miller was assigned the duty of guarding the convoys that regularly supplied the forts along the Fort King Road. He was also
responsible for the security of the posts between Fort Brooke and
Fort King.34
The forces at Foster were apparently severely reduced for
some unknown reason, but perhaps because a truce had been
arranged on February 3 to last until February 18. By the end of
the month only a remnant of the original command was still at
the post. On February 28, Lieutenant Leib reported that the following men, including civilians, were attached to his command at
the fort: “One blacksmith, one carpenter, two Georgia volunteers, one who had his leg amputated; the other his attendant,
one canter [sic] hired man, twelve marines, including one sergeant
and one corporal, two men from Company D, 3rd Artillery, one
man from Company D, 4th Artillery, two sergeants from Company C, Marine Corps, and one private.“35
By the end of February the men at Foster believed that the
war might be drawing to a close. The general, according to
wagoners and returning troops, had arranged to meet the Seminoles at Fort Dade on February 18. Jesup and the principal
chiefs, it was hoped, were going to confer on terminating the war
and executing the removal treaty. There were many rumors,
but nothing official. Then the Hillsborough post heard that the
Seminoles had agreed to leave Florida and would present themselves at a designated place by April 10, 1837.36 The news, it can
be assumed, was received with great jubilation by the command
at Foster.
As the army was slowly withdrawn from the field, it became
feasible for Jesup to replace the navy personnel and marines at
Foster and elsewhere with regular army units. He began to do so
before the end of March and on the twenty-second, he informed
the Hillsborough commander that the forces from the Concord
were being relieved. Jesup also sent a short note to Captain
33. Jesup to Cross, July 31, 1837, Box 14, Jesup Papers.
34. Order No. 34, Army of the South, January 8, 1837, Order Book I, June
9, 1836-February 13, 1837, Jesup Papers.
35. Muster Roll, February 1837, Box 16, Jesup Papers.
36. T. B. Linnard, aide-de-camp to S. B. Richardson, March 9, 1837, Letter
Book III, February 7, 1837-May 8, 1837, Jesup Papers; John K. Mahon,
History of the Second Seminole War (Gainesville, 1967), 200.
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M. Mix, commander of the Concord, praising Lieutenant Leib
for his zeal and devotion to duty. The same day the general advised Brevet Major Richard Augustus Zantzinger, 2nd Artillery,
that he was being assigned to the Hillsborough post, and with a
detachment of artillery, the major was ordered to take command
there the following day.37 He arrived March 24, and eight days
later he reported the strength of his command to his superiors.
The garrison was composed almost exclusively of artillery
personnel, or as they were more commonly known in the field,
the “red-legged infantry.” Seven companies were detailed to the
fort, including Companies E, F, I of the 1st Artillery Regiment,
and Companies A, B, G, H of the 2nd Artillery. One captain, one
first lieutenant, two non-commissioned officers, and one marine
corps private completed the garrison. The major’s records show
that 305 men had been assigned to Foster, although he indicated
that only 180 were present. Nearly half the command was missing; the records note that they were either on “detached service,
furlough,” or as in all armies, “absence without leave.“38 On
March 25 the men learned that twenty-five Indians had been assigned to the fort and were to supply the command with game.39
The thought of fresh meat must have been an appealing prospect
for the soldiers.
The expansion of the forces at Foster indicated the strategic
importance that Jesup attached to the post. Under the terms of
the capitulation signed on March 6, the Seminoles had agreed to
move south of the Hillsborough River by the first part of April.
Situated squarely on the designated line, the troops at Fort
Foster must have been detailed to scour the surrounding countryside and round up any reluctant or recalcitrant bands of Indians
that they might find. Troops at Foster also had the unpleasant
duty of enforcing Order No. 79, forbidding Floridians or other
whites from entering the territory south of an imaginary line
37. Jesup to Leib, March 22, 1837; Jesup to M. Mix, March 22, 1837, Letter
Book III, February 7, 1837-May 8, 1837, Jesup Papers.
38. Post Returns, March 1837, U. S. Army Command/Returns from United
States Military Posts, 1800-1916, Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, Record Group 94, National Archives Microfilm M617, roll 1510.
Hereinafter cited as USAC/RUSMP. The term “red-legged infantry” is
derived from the red stripe that was sewn on the outer seam of each
trouser leg.
39. W. A. Chambers, aide-de-camp, Jesup to R. A. Zantzinger, March 25,
1837, Letter Book III, February 7, 1837-May 8, 1837, Jesup Papers.
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from Foster to the Atlantic Ocean. Of course, their primary role
was still to guard the fort and bridge.40
Even with only part of the assigned troops present at the post,
it was impossible to accommodate them within the fort, and consequently, as Major Zantzinger later wrote, “most of the companies were encamped outside, rendering it necessary that comfortable and durable palmetto sheds should be erected over the
tents of officers and men, as well as over those occupied as hospitals, and in. which public property was stored.“41 On completion these quarters must have been a welcome refuge for the 181
men who assisted in their construction. Yet, surely, they must
have been envious of their 118 comrades who were absent from
the post during the same time.42 Perhaps to compensate those
who were detained at the post, and also to expedite the construction of the needed quarters, the major eliminated all unnecessary drill and inspections, and only retained a perfunctory daily
roll call.43
By April, at least, the troops at Foster began to be adversely
affected by the unhealthy conditions to which they had been subjected since entering Florida, and which were especially pronounced at the Hillsborough site. Dr. Baldwin, assistant surgeon,
bitterly complained about the rising incidence of illness and
disease at the post, and wrote a long discourse on the reasons for
it, which he attached to his April medical report:
By comparing this, with my last report, it will be seen, that
the number taken sick has been very much increased. This is
not surprising when we consider the number of causes conspiring to render this post unhealthy. In addition to [being
in] the vicinity of the river, we are surrounded by marshes,
which when exposed to the sun, must be a fruitful source of
40. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 200-02.
41. Zantzinger to J. Macomb, July 8, 1837, LRAGO, roll 157, 1837.
42. Post Returns, April 1837, USAC/RUSMP. These records show little
change in the command from March. The only change was that Marine
Captain Macumber and his six men departed from the post sometime
during the month.
43. Zantzinger to Macomb, July 8, 1837, LRAGO, roll 155, 1837. According
to John T. Sprague, captain in the 8th Infantry Regiment, the harsh
conditions found at most Florida posts discouraged strict military discipline among officers and men. Frank L. White, Jr., ed., “Macomb’s
Mission to the Seminoles: John T. Sprague’s Journal, Kept during April
and May, 1839,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXV (October 1956),
149; McGaughy, “Squaw Kissing War,” 175.
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miasmatic inhalations. The clearing of the Hammock without any other cause, will of itself be sufficient to produce
disease; for example it has afforded a quantity of vegetable
matter for decomposition, at the same time it has exposed a
large boggy surface to the action of the sun. Whenever it
rains, the pickets are overflowed and the tents of the Soldiers
are flooded with water; and when this is succeeded by a hot
sun new cases of Dysentery or Diarrhea invariably occur.
Some of which are very violent. But independent of the usual
diseases of the climate there is a tendency to the prevalence
of scurvy. Although I have only reported two cases, yet they
are of a very malignant character. . . . From a review of the
above remarks I would suggest the propriety of abandoning
this post as Early as possible.44
Dr. Baldwin probably thought it needless to mention that poor
food, inadequate sanitation facilities, and contaminated drinking water added to what was increasingly becoming an intolerable situation.
When his first request apparently went unheeded, Baldwin
wrote directly to the medical director for the Army of the South,
Dr. J. A. Kearney, on May 9: “The number of sick has been progressively increasing, and from the violent character of some recent cases we have reason to fear the approach of a serious epidemic.” The letter ended with a request that Kearney order the
evacuation of the post or suffer the consequences. Zantzinger
agreed with his physician and also sent a note to Kearney on
May 9, asking that the post be abandoned, or reduce the garrison
to a minimum.45
44.

Monthly returns of the sick at Fort Foster for the month of April 1837,
Jesup Papers.
45. J. H. Baldwin to J. A. Kearney, May 9, 1837; Zantzinger to Kearney,
May 9, 1837, Letters Received from Officers of the Infantry and Other
Branches, Box 9, Jesup Papers. The unhealthy conditions found in
Florida and the prevalence of illness and disease are commented upon
by almost every contemporary. See Horn, “Tennessee Volunteers in the
Seminole Campaign,” 350, 359-60; Nathan S. Jarvis, “An Army Surgeon’s
Notes on Frontier Service, 1833-1848,” Journal of the Military Service
Institution of the United States (September 1906), 276, 279; McGaughy,
“Squaw Kissing War,” 58, 71; Motte, Journey into Wilderness, 25; John
T. Sprague, The Origin, Progress, and Conclusion of the Florida War
(New York, 1848; facsimile edition, Gainesville, 1964), 257, 526-29. The
most frequent maladies developed by Florida troops were “Disease contracted in Florida, Disease unknown, Diarrhea, Dysentery, and Congestive Fever.” These were also the diseases that were most frequently
cited in the fatality reports. During the entire war, only 194 men died
on the field of battle or from wounds incurred in battle, while 1,468 men

Published by STARS, 1975

15

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 54 [1975], No. 3, Art. 6
332

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Foster, of course, was not the only interior depot plagued by
sickness and disease. And General Jesup must have been sensitive
to the suffering that he actually saw, or was reported to him by
post commanders and staff officers. At the same time his thoughts
increasingly centered on the possibility that the Indians would
not honor the March agreement. His correspondence throughout
April was punctuated with anxious queries to his staff at Tampa.
How many Indians were daily arriving at Fort Brooke? Would
other warriors follow their example and leave the peninsula
peacefully? As the replies remained negative he began to doubt
the sincerity of the Seminoles to abide by the agreement. His
official dispatches, however, remained optimistic, and it was not
until the first part of May that his public statements reflected
his private posture. On May 8, he first broached the subject to
the adjutant general of the army, although he still maintained
that the “Indians will all come in and immigrate in the course
of the summer.” The next day, however, he sent a different letter
to Navy Captain Thomas Crabb, commander at Fort Brooke. “I
am confident,” he wrote, “that the war is over, and that the Indians, though they may not be readily assembled for immigration,
will not renew hostilities.” He finally announced his worst fears
to General Roger Jones the next month. In a note to the adjutant
general on June 5, he wrote: “I have the honor to report that
this campaign, so far as relates to Indian emigration, has entirely failed.“46
While all this was taking place, Dr. Baldwin was posting his
indignant and dire notes to the hierarchy in Florida. Yet even he
must have been surprised when his communication of May 9
was answered. the next day with a note addressed to Major
Zantzinger: “The increasing sickness amongst the troops of your
command as reported by yourself and the medical officer, Dr.
Baldwin, has induced the Commanding General to decide on
their removal to some more healthy position, except a garrison
of about sixty men and the necessary officers for Fort Foster.”
died from non-combat related diseases. U. S. Quartermaster’s Department,
Record of Officers and Soldiers Killed in Battle and Died in Service During the Florida War (Washington, 1882), 13-56. Photocopy negative obtained from National Archives at P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History,
University of Florida, Gainesville.
46. Jesup to Jones, May 8, 1837; Jesup to Thomas Crabb, May 15, 1837;
Jesup to Jones, June 5, 1837, LRAGO, roll 144, 1837.
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Appropriately, and also perhaps to absolve himself of any further
responsibility for the welfare of the men at the post, Jesup
ordered Major Zantzinger and Baldwin to find a site suitable for
the temporary encampment of the men.47
Baldwin had seemingly anticipated Jesup’s order and had already scouted the surrounding countryside for alternate posts.
When the general’s letter reached Foster on May 12, Baldwin
presented his findings to the post commander, and after a hasty
inspection of the site, he agreed to recommend it to the general.
Two days later the two officers notified Jesup of their decision;
the point they recommended was situated on a rise at Lake
Thlonotosassa about seven miles south of Foster.48
Jesup replied on May 15. He had no objection to the site, and
he ordered the garrison to move there as soon as possible. The
post must not be abandoned, however, and he ordered Major
Zantzinger to detail fifty men to remain on guard duty at Foster.
Two days after receipt of his orders, Major Zantzinger and 167
soldiers marched out of the fort and down the Fort King Road
toward their new home. Lieutenant Erastus A. Capron of the
1st Artillery Regiment, the new post commander, and seventyone men from the same regiment watched their comrades from
the 2nd Artillery Regiment disappear down the road. Those remaining must have loudly cursed Jesup, Zantzinger, and any
officer who readily came to mind.49
Jesup finally decided to abandon the post on June 12, and he
posted the necessary order to Lieutenant Capron the same day.
Five days later his correspondence with the adjutant general of
the army reflected that he had decided to take the same action
at the Thlonotosassa camp. Within a few days both commands
had left their respective posts, heading south for Fort Brooke
and for some, a welcome leave or transfer.50 Jesup’s decision to
47.

Chambers to Zantzinger, May 10, 1837, Letter Book IV, May 9, 1837July 10, 1837, Jesup Papers.
48. Zantzinger and Baldwin to Jesup, May 14, 1837, Box 7, Jesup Papers.
49. Order 104, Army of the South, May 15, 1837, Order Book II, February
9, 1837-May 12, 1838; Chambers to Zantzinger, May 19, 1837, Letter
Book IV, May 9, 1837-July 10, 1837, Jesup Papers; Post Returns, May
1837, USAC/RUSMP.
50. Jesup to Joel R. Poinsett, June 15, 1837; Jesup to Jones, June 17, 1837,
Letter Book IV, May 9, 1837-July 10, 1837; Orders 124 and 129, June 12,
19, 1837, Army of the South, Order Book II, February 9, 1837-May 12,
1838, Jesup Papers. Jesup to Jones, June 24, 1837, American State Papers:
Military Affairs, VII, 839.

Published by STARS, 1975

17

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 54 [1975], No. 3, Art. 6
334

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

remain in Florida insured that Fort Foster would be used again
as a supply depot.
Jesup had reluctantly accepted the assignment in Florida
when it was first offered to him in 1836. Supply problems, personnel shortages, and Indian perfidy all conspired, he thought,
to defeat his campaign. After publicly proclaiming this fact, he
privately wrote military officials in Washington and vaguely suggested that he be relieved from any further duty in Florida. A
letter giving Jesup this option was drafted and sent to him on
June 22. It arrived though after Jesup had been stung by a
barrage of criticism, from prominent citizens and important government officials. A resignation at this time, he probably felt,
would be considered by many as a tacit admission of the truth
of these charges. A successful campaign, however, would silence
these critics, and perhaps earn their admiration. So he refused
the offer, and the requests of Generals Gaines and Scott for the
Florida assignment were rejected.51
With all active operations against the Seminoles suspended
during the summer, Jesup immersed himself in the preparations
for a fall campaign. These details, he wrote General Jones, must
be attended to quickly, so that the army could be ready to take
the field by October 1.52 On June 11, 1837, he wrote a long letter
to Captain George H. Crosman, senior assistant quartermaster
for the Army of the South, telling him in detail what would be
required for the coming campaign:
Light covered ponton-wagons, for four mules— straight bodies;
to be made water tight, like those used by Col. Dodge’s
Dragoons in Arkansas and Missouri in 1833 and ‘36. Light
travelling forage and tool wagons, for two horses each. . . .
Tarpaulins of all sizes, from 10 to 30 feet square; for covering
supplies at depots, &c. 100 dray ropes— 30 feet long— of one
inch rope untarried [sic]. 1,000 sheep skins— in the wool; to be
used instead of saddle blankets. Large quantities of Indian or
Spanish rawhide packing rope, halters, and larritts [sic].
Parched cornmeal, or corn flour— firm and coarse— carefully
put up in stout linen sacks, of convenient sizes for transportation and use— say from half a peck to two pecks each. Indian
pouivican or fresh portable soup, if it can be made in suf51.
52.

Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 204-05.
Jesup to Jones, June 5, 1837. Letter Book IV, May 9, 1837-July 10, 1837,
Jesup Papers.
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ficient quantities— if not— fresh beef. A corps of teamsters . . .
veterinarians. . . . Forage— hay and oats.53
Other letters were also sent to specialists soliciting their opinions
on many of the items that Jesup proposed to use in his operation. Captain Julius A. de Lagnel, a ranking ordnance officer,
was queried on the possible use of various cannon in Florida. He
replied that a modified mountain howitzer was the “only gun
upon which you can really rely in the approaching campaign. 24
pound howitzers and even the 6 pound field guns are quite useless in the interior of Florida.” Colonel George Bomford, the
ordnance chief, was regularly pressed for various ordnance supplies. On September 22, in response to an earlier request by
Jesup, Bomford sent him a traveling forge and eleven twelvepounder mountain howitzer carriages. The ordnance officer was
also kept busy scouting the country for the many muskets and
rifles, not to mention the ammunition, required for these weapons that Jesup constantly requisitioned.54
As the weather began to cool, Jesup prepared to put his army
into the field. His strategy reflected the thinking of General Winfield Scott, although he hoped to avoid Scott’s mistakes. The
army, which eventually swelled to over 4,000 men, was separated
into seven columns. Each force, operating autonomously, was
ordered to search a designated area as it penetrated the interior.
The enemy was to be engaged, if possible, but Jesup expected
that the Seminoles would retreat before the advancing columns.
Finally, caught in this net, the Seminoles would be forced to
fight or surrender.55 This plan, the former quartermaster general
realized, depended on keeping his army in the field throughout
the campaign. Supply depots, situated at strategic points in the
interior, would be necessary, the general concluded, to ensure
that the troops received needed rations and equipment.
In October the Florida commander began to specify the posts
that would be needed at once by his army. Among these was Fort
Foster. On October 23, 1837, Jesup, writing from St. Augustine,
ordered Lieutenant Colonel Alexander R. Thompson to send
53.
54.
55.

Jesup to George H. Crosman, June 11, 1837, Box 10, Jesup Papers.
de Lagnel to Jesup, August 5, 1837; George Bomford to Jesup, September
12, 29, 1837, Jesup Papers.
Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 219-20.
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fifty men from the Second Artillery to Fort Foster.56 Six days
later Brevet Major Francis S. Belton, Second Artillery Regiment,
was ordered (Order No. 19) to garrison the Hillsborough post.
Ten dragoons were detailed to the fort and were to patrol the
surrounding countryside. The fort defenses were strengthened
by the arrival of two six-pounders.57 Belton and his men were to
support the soldiers under the command of Colonel Zachary
Taylor, commander of a broad zone that encompassed Forts
Foster, Brooke, Gardiner, and Bassinger, the latter two built near
the Kissimmee River.58
In an effort to mitigate the harsh conditions of garrison life
in Florida, Jesup appointed sutlers for several of the forts in the
territory. On October 25, two days after the first order to reestablish the fort was sent, Joseph Burr was notified by an aidede-camp to General Jesup that he was authorized to sutle for
the posts of Fort Foster and Fort Dade. He was also permitted to
59
open a store at Tampa. Every so often his heavily laden wagon
would arrive from Fort Brooke, and a brief respite from the
boredom of post life would be afforded as the garrison inspected
his wares. Usually, however, the men were not interested in the
sutler’s dry goods; they hoped that his wagon contained whiskey.
While the sale of liquor to soldiers was expressly forbidden, the
demand and corresponding margin of profit prompted sutlers
and everyone else to engage in this illegal traffic. But the penalties for those who were caught were severe and sometimes degrading. Private Bartholomew Lynch of the Dragoons describes
one such incident:
The Capt. of a small craft, his mate and one hand [were] most
ignominous[ly] paraded through[ou]t the military quarters
here for (I am told) selling and smugling [sic] rum into this
port. They are this moment before me with a yoke through
a heavy log of wood on their necks. One log for the three,
empty bottles (the officers keep the full ones) tied dangling
56. Jesup to A. R. Thompson, October 23, 1837, Letter Book VI, August 11,
1837-November 5, 1837, Jesup Papers.
57. Order No. 19, Army of the South, October 29, 1837, Orders Received
and Letters Sent, 1834-1838, 2nd Artillery Regiment, Records of United
States Regular Army Mobile Units, 1821-1942, Record Group 391, National Archives.
58. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 219, 220.
59. Linnard to Joseph Burr, October 25, 1837, Letter Book VI, August 11,
1837-November 5, 1837, Jesup Papers.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol54/iss3/6

20

Schene: Fort Foster: A Second Seminole War Fort
F ORT F OSTER

337

to the beams, two drummers and fifers preceding them striking up the Rogues march, a party of the guard in their rear
with fixed bayonets, the persecuted sailors seem to enjoy the
spectacle of their own degradation more than any other
that[‘]s looking on.60
Even this burlesque entertainment was seemingly denied the
small garrison at Foster, and Major Belton’s monthly report for
December 1837 showed that they were engaged in routine affairs. As the year ended they learned that Colonel Taylor had
engaged several hundred of the enemy near Lake Okeechobee.
The men must have derived some solace from their exile along
the Hillsborough River after hearing that the Indians had killed
twenty-six and had wounded 112 of Taylor’s men.61
Meanwhile in the eastern part of Florida, the new year found
the commanding general winding his way down the St. Johns
River. On January 18, 1838, he made contact with Taylor’s wing
near the latter’s recent battleground. Other elements of his army
were also operating in the southern part of the peninsula, although the only significant encounter occurred on January 24
near the Lockahatchee River. The failure of his army to corral
the Seminoles prompted Jesup to arrange another truce.
On February 8, Jesup again met with the principal chiefs. He
60. McGaughy, “Squaw Kissing War,” 129. The sutler was the predecessor
of the modern post exchange. Winfield Scott was the first general officer to detail regulations for the sutlers. The most important provision
stated that credit could be granted by the sutler to a soldier for only
one-half of his monthly pay. As elsewhere, however, this regulation was
disregarded regularly. Dupuy, Compact History of the United States
Army, 87-88, 159. Gambling, women, and liquor attracted some of the
Florida trooper’s money and leisure time. Of the three, probably a
disproportionate share was spent on liquor. Almost every writer makes
some reference to the excessive drinking that he witnessed in the field.
See McGaughy, “Squaw Kissing War,” 20; Motte, Journey into Wilderness, 275; Reynold M. Wik, “Captain Nathaniel Wyche Hunter and the
Florida Indian Campaigns, 1837-1841,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
XXXIX (July 1960), 72.
61. Belton indicated fifty-seven men were present at the post during this
month; the total force, he stated, numbered sixty-four soldiers. The
troops were drawn from the 2nd Artillery Regiment, Company B, and
included a small detachment of the 2nd Dragoons. Post Returns, December 1837, USAC/RUSMP. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole
War, 226-30. The 2nd Regiment of Dragoons, a mounted force, was
organized in 1836 specifically for duty in Florida. John D. Hostetter,
“The Second Dragoons and American Expansion, 1836-1861” (M.A.
thesis, Florida State University, 1964), 7-38. See also Theo. F. Rodenbough, From Everglade to Cañon with the Second Dragoons, (Second
United States Cavalry.) (New York, 1875).
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agreed to ask the government to allow the Seminoles to remain
in southern Florida. The Seminoles promised to camp near the
army while they waited for a reply from Washington.62 With the
army several hundred miles away, the temporary peace further
reduced the duties of the garrison at Foster. And they must have
wondered aloud why they had to remain at this desolate site.63
Approximately one month later the administration sent Jesup a
sharp note rejecting his suggestion in unequivocal terms. He
quickly dispatched Colonel David Twiggs of the Second Dragoons
to the Seminole camp, and without firing a shot, Twiggs and his
men captured over 500 Indians. Needless to say, the war was renewed, and the army again began the arduous task of scouring
the countryside for hidden bands of Seminoles.64
For the men at Foster the news was disheartening, although
the possibility of an Indian attack must have been a relief from
the boredom of the truce period. With the Indians active
throughout the peninsula the garrison was kept busy supplying
the troops passing through the area. In April the garrison was
surprised to learn that General Jesup had been relieved in Florida, and the hero of the Battle of Okeechobee, Brigadier General
Zachary Taylor had been selected to replace him.65 On May 15,
1838, shortly before his departure, Jesup recommended to the
new commander that “before the approach of the sickly season
the garrisons of Fort Dade and Fort Foster be withdrawn. Neither
of these posts . . . can be occupied after the 1st of June without
great danger to the health of the troops.“66
Taylor apparently agreed and by the end of the month the
62. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 231-35.
63. Belton’s returns from January 1838 show little change in the strength
of the garrison during this month. Fifty-four men were listed as being
present, and ten were listed as absent. The major reported that a detachment of Georgia volunteers from Captain Willis Bobo’s Company,
commanded by a Lieutenant Hillhouse, arrived at the post on January 1
and left on the seventeenth. Belton’s returns for February showed fiftythree men present and nine absent. Sometime during this month, the
few soldiers from the 2nd Dragoons departed from the post. The garrison was then composed entirely of soldiers from Company B, 2nd Artillery. Post Returns, January and February 1838, USAC/RUSMP.
64. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 237-38.
65. Ibid., 239. Belton’s returns for March show fifty-three men of the 2nd
Artillery present at the post during this month; his records reflected
that seven of the command were absent during this same period. Post
Returns, March 1838, USAC/RUSMP.
66. Jesup to Zachary Taylor, May 15, 1838, Letter Book, May 8, 1838-July
19, 1849, Jesup Papers.
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67

post had been abandoned. It remained without a garrison
throughout the rest of the year. It was reoccupied in September
1849, when it appeared that the Seminoles might be preparing
again for war. The crisis quickly subsided, and before the end of
the month, the garrison was withdrawn.68
67. Post Returns, April 1838, submitted by William Warren Chapman, 2nd
Artillery, USAC/RUSMP.
68. Post Returns, September 1849, submitted by Richard H. Ross, 7th Infantry, USAC/RUSMP. His records show that the garrison was composed of men from Company D, 4th Infantry, Company D, 7th Infantry, Company I, 6th Infantry; in all, sixty-seven soldiers.
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